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Copernicus Refutes Ptolemy
In that book Copernicus showed that the earth and the other
planets revolve about the sun. It was the truth, and he knew it
was the truth, and though it had been suggested by Aristarchus in
the third century B.C. it was now being told more convincingly
than at any time since man had walked. But it was not what the
Greco-Egyptian astronomer, Claudius Ptolemy, had said in his
famous book, the Almagest. For the fourteen hundred years from
Ptolemy to Copernicus people had believed that the sun, planets,
and stars all revolved around the earth. They believed this because
Ptolemy had said so. Besides, they found it pleasant to believe
that the earth was the center of all things. It made them feel
important. It is hard for us to understand how two men, Aris-
totle and Ptolemy, could rule men's thoughts about nature for so
many centuries.
According to Ptolemy, the earth did not move, and Copernicus
knew that to say it did move would bring punishment, perhaps
torture and death, down upon him. So for seventeen years he kept
his discovery secret from all except those whom he considered his
friends. Even so, the word of his beliefs got around, and he suf-
fered persecution. He waited until almost the last minute before
giving the manuscript to a publisher. The first printed pages of
his great work were put into his hands as he lay dying. He could
feel them but he could not see what he had written. Later in the
day, he died.
Galileo Tries an Experiment
Hundreds of people are said to have gathered on that day in
1590 to watch young Galileo drop two balls, one heavy, one light,